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Introduction 
 

 

This gorgeous reference photo was provided with the kind permission of Juno Kughler 

Carlson, an amazing coloured pencil artist - please take the time to visit her art at 

http://www.junokughler.com/linkedin.htm.  

 

One of the most common requests I receive when doing commissioned people portraits is 

for a graphite portrait with a hint of colour – usually the eyes. This was one of my earlier 

attempts at using this technique, and because of the popularity of this style, I thought it 

would be worthwhile to share some hints on doing selective colouring portraits on drafting 

film. 
 

As artists, we are on a constant journey of self discovery and hopefully development with 

out art. If I were to do this portrait today, I would probably use some different techniques 

to those used at the time, as it now appears a little dark and blotchy for my liking. We will 

discuss, both the techniques used when I drew this little boy, and how I would approach it 

now. 

 

Drafting film is an excellent support for coloured pencils. You will find drafting film 

available at most large art supplies stores and also online. I often use Sihl’s Rapidraw 

which is available at the larger Eckersley stores (within Australia) or you can get Grafix 

Drafting film from Draftex. In the US, Grafix offers either a student grade drafting film in 

pad form under the name of Dura-lar, or their artist grade film, which can be bought either 

by the sheet or roll from Dick Blick’s at http://www.dickblick.com/products/grafix-

drafting-film/. This cat was drawn on the Grafix Duralar. In the UK, it is sold under the 

name of Polydraw. 

 

Drafting film is quite unlike any other drawing surface in the way that it accepts and 

responds to coloured pencils. It will only accept about 4-5 layers of pencil before 

becoming saturated and then non-receptive to further layers. This can also be an advantage 

though, as it allows you to achieve rich and rapid colour saturation in a relatively short 

period of time. Because of the nature of the film, it is best to do your initial layers with a 

gentle hand.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.junokughler.com/linkedin.htm
https://www.draftex.com.au/product/drafting-film
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Materials List 
 

• A4 sheet of drafting film 

• Range of graphite pencils – 6H, 2H, F, HB, 2B 

• Coloured Pencils 

o Faber Castell Polychromos – 101 White, 130 Dark Flesh, 151 Medium 

Flesh, 157 Dark Indigo, 180 Raw Umber, 181 Payne’s Grey, 199 Black, 230 

Cold Grey I, 232 Cold Grey III, 246 Prussian Blue, 274 Warm Grey V 

o Prismacolor Verithin - Black 

• HB Mechanical Pencil 

• HB Graphite stick 

• Graphite Powder 

• Soft makeup brushes in a range of sizes 

• Cotton buds 

• Tissues or paper towels 

• Fixative spray 

• Small ruler 

• Kneadable eraser, typewriter eraser 

• Backing board, eg. Illustration board or white polypropylene card 

 

 

 
 

A small sample of drafting film with a coin placed behind it. 
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Outline Drawing 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 8 

Transferring Your Image 
 

One of the many wonderful aspects of working with drafting film is that you can quite 

easily get a rough outline for your initial sketch by placing the film directly over your 

reference image, without the need for transfer paper or a light box. The drafting film has a 

similar translucent quality to tracing paper, although is much smoother more stable. 

As you can see, I have placed masking tape around the portrait so as to give a nice straight 

line for the fencing. Whilst the masking tape did come off quite cleanly, I would be a little 

wary of using this technique today, as even the slightest bit of sticky residue will cause the 

graphite to go on unevenly.  
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Laying the Foundation 

 

 
 

This is the point at which I would now work quite differently. In this case I have used 

graphite powder and a graphite stick with a makeup brush and have burnished the graphite 

onto the drafting film in a circular motion. Looking at this now though, I feel the results 

are quite blotchy and uneven. I have since found that it is much better to shade gently 

using a 6H pencil, and then use the makeup brush to soften and smooth your shading. The 
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darker areas where the shadows fall are then drawn in using a darker graphite pencil such 

as a 2H or HB and these areas are then smoothed out using a tortillon and a makeup brush. 

The tortillon is a fantastic drawing tool in its own right once it becomes saturated with 

graphite. I would now use the tortillon on the little shadows below the eyes and near the 

creases of the nose. The graphite moves easily from the tortillon to the drafting film and 

gives wonderful soft edges to your work which are perfect for portraiture work. 

 

It is extremely important to avoid getting any fingerprints on the drafting film when 

working with graphite as the graphite adheres to the oil left from your skin which results in 

a blotchy, uneven finish. For this reason, I usually start with shading in the skin base first 

when drawing a portrait, ensuring a nice even foundation for adding in all the features. 

Try to avoid erasing at this point also, as most erasers, even the kneadable eraser will leave 

some residue, which again will result in uneven skin tone in your portrait.  

Leave those areas of the face where the light hits free of any graphite at all. 

 
 

Adding Detail to the Face 
 

It is now time to add a little definition to the face by adding more detail and tonal 

variations. Again, if I was to do this portrait today, I would have a little more contrast 

between the lighter and darker areas of the face. The darker areas such as the contours 

around the left eye, the right cheek and below the nose have been done by shading with a 

2H or HB and then using the tortillon and makeup brush to smooth and blend these shaded 

areas with the lighter areas of the face. 

 

One of the things you will notice when working on drafting film is that all your graphite 

pencil gradings will come out darker on the film than they would on regular paper. It is so 

much easier to add in deeper, darker shades, than to try to lighten an area if your values are 

too dark, so always start with your harder, lighter grade pencils and work down from there. 

 

It can also be a challenge to get darker shades and blacks to stay put on the drafting film – 

they do tend to smudge off quite easily. I find the mechanical pencils stay put much better 

on the film than your standard pencils and so I will often use these for the darker areas of a 

portrait such as the nostrils and the parted lips of our little Peeping Tom. You can also add 

a touch of black pencil, but use the black with caution, because it won’t blend or smudge 

in the same way as the graphite does, so you can be left with obvious tonal variances. 

 

The lips have been drawn in using the HB and then the point of a tortillon is used to soften 

the edges of the lips. As much as possible, try to avoid having any obvious lines in your 

portrait work, as this will give a much more realistic appearance. The tip of the tortillon 

(once dirty with graphite) is then used to add in the darker areas such as the creases at each 

corner of the mouth, the shadows and creases around the nose, and the shadows beneath 

each eye. 
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The Eyes 

 

When working on the eyes, try to ensure that your wrists and hands aren’t resting on the 

rest of your portrait by either having a paper towel or board under your wrist. To prevent 

smudging try to ensure that these are also elevated slightly away from your work by using 

a frame such as a matte board with a hole cut into it. 
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Drafting film is much more forgiving with coloured pencils than it is with graphite pencil. 

You can erase coloured pencil and still rework it, and obviously they stay put and won’t 

smudge. For this reason, (and because I love to draw eyes) this is my favourite part of the 

portrait. 

Because our Peeping Tom is hiding behind the fence pales, there isn’t a lot of light that 

reflects in his eyes. We can see a couple of bright specs of bright light, but otherwise, there 

is a subtle reflection in his right eye. 

 

Use a heavy hand of white to place the brighter specs of light in the eyes and this will help 

to keep these areas free of colour, as the drafting film will not be as receptive to colour in 

those areas that you have drawn the white. If, at a later stage, you feel these reflections are 

too small or need to be changed, you can always scratch them out with an exacto knife. 

 

Drafting film doesn’t accept many layers of coloured pencil – usually only 4 or 5, and so 

the key is to use a gentle hand with your first layers so that you don’t reach colour 

saturation too soon.  

 

The next step with the eyes is to add in your first layer which includes black for the pupils, 

and then a range of lines radiating out from the pupil for the iris. These were done using 
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Prussian Blue, Payne’s Grey, Dark Indigo and Raw Umber. The Raw Umber is mostly 

used near the pupil of the right eye. 

 

Once you have drawn in your first layer, use White to add life to the eye by adding more 

lines radiating out from the pupil and colour in the reflection on the right eye. The next 

step is to take the colours used before and repeat layer one, this time avoiding those areas 

that have had white added, particularly the reflection. Give the reflection some definition 

by keeping the lines more crisp around it. If you feel the reflection needs more colour, you 

can still add more colour, and then use the white to burnish over the colour again.  

 

Alternate your colours and keep the colours darker at the outer rims of the iris and lighter 

near the pupil. 

 

At this point your iris and pupil are complete and the next step is the sclera and caruncle 

(fleshy part of the eye). The sclera is almost never completely white. I have used Cold 

Grey I for a base layer of colour to the sclera. The shadows in the corner of the eye were 

added in using Cold Grey III and a hint of Warm Grey V using a gentle circular motion. 

Sometimes I add a tiny bit of pale blue to the sclera as well. 

 

The caruncle was drawn in using Medium Flesh, with a hint of Dark Flesh. Very gently 

add some Medium Flesh to the shadows of the Sclera as well. Don’t forget to leave the 

little white highlight in the corner of the caruncle of the right eye. 

 

The eyelashes were added in using Prismacolor Verithin Black with a nice sharp point. 

 

 

 

The Hair and other Details 
 

Our Peeping Tom’s lovely blonde hair was achieved by lifting colour out by using a 

sharpened typewriter eraser to lift out the main strands. Then use an exacto knife or sharp 

craft knife to scratch out some finer strands of hair. 

 

Add strength and definition to the chin by using a HB to shade in around the edges and 

then blend these areas inward with the tortillon, keeping a nice clean highlight area along 

the chin edges. Use your tortillon to suggest the hint of clothing you can see below his 

cheek.  

 

You can see that the masking tape has now been removed in readiness for the fence paling. 

Because of the ease with which the graphite smudges, you might want to check your 

portrait at this stage to see if any other areas need touching up and redoing. 
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The final step is to draw in the fence paling. The paling on the left (as you look at it) was 

drawn using a 2H pencil. Long lines were drawn, following the pattern of the wood grain. 

A small makeup brush was then used to soften and blend these lines over the whole paling. 

A HB was then used to draw in some of the darker lines in the wood grain. 

 

The panel on the left needed a little more texture. Lines were drawn in using the 2H, 

following the slope of the cut timber. These lines were then smudged, and some highlights 

were added with the typewriter eraser. More lines were added with the 2H and then the 
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HB. Add, blend and remove lines until to you are happy with the overall appearance. The 

rest of the panel was done using a makeup brush and graphite powder, or a graphite stick; 

but as I mentioned before, these days I would probably shade the whole area gently with a 

2H pencil and then use the makeup brush to blend and smooth the shading. You might like 

to try either technique and see what suits your needs. 

 

Once a portrait is completed, I like to leave it overnight and then reassess it with a fresh 

mind the next morning to see if there are any areas than need extra work or fixing.  

Because the graphite smudges so easily on the drafting film, I always finish with a light 

coat of workable fixative spray. This does leave a slight glaze on the artwork, which is 

only obvious under very bright lights, and it does not detract from the artwork at all. 

 

I often get asked about whether I back my drafting film artwork onto a firmer surface, as 

the drafting film is quite a lightweight material. I used to back the film onto white 

polypropylene card using Jac paper (double sided adhesive paper). This process does give 

a lovely seamless and sturdy look to your finished piece but can also be fraught with 

problems if air bubbles and dust get between the adhesive paper and the drafting film. 

These days I use the Photo corners and slip the drafting film into each corner which is then 

attached to a smooth white surface such as white illustration board, the white 

polypropylene card or Bristol board. On completion of the work, you can then slip the film 

out to brush away any dust or dirt that may have slipped in behind your work while you 

were working and then pop the film back into place. 

 

I do hope this tutorial has provided some helpful hints on doing graphite portraits on 

drafting film. If you have any questions about this tutorial, or have picked up any errors, 

please don’t hesitate to contact me. 

 

Happy drawing!!! 

 
Please note, this tutorial is intended for personal use only and is not to be sold or reused in any manner 

other than those approved by the author. 
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Completed Portrait 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 


